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In late August, labor ministers from 18 Latin American countries met in Costa Rica to analyze the
effects of economic globalization on the regional labor market and to discuss programs to help
workers survive within the framework of the emergent global economy. Although the ministers
agreed that governments must provide assistance to retrain workers and better prepare them to
compete, they warned that job instability is now becoming a permanent phenomenon that wage
earners must learn to live with.
At the tenth Inter-American Conference of Labor Ministers, held in October 1995 in Argentina
under the auspices of the Organization of American States (OAS), the regional ministers formed
a special coordinating commission to prepare conferences and seminars on changing conditions
in the Latin American labor market. The commission headed by Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican
Republic, Panama, and Uruguay held its first symposium, "The future of the labor force, productive
modernization, adaptation, and professional development," Aug. 22-23 in Costa Rica.
Participants at the conference provided a dismal overview of the impact of market reforms on the
regional labor force. Efforts by nearly every Latin American country to scale back the public sector,
promote private investment as the motor force for development, and open domestic economies to
foreign competition have ushered in profound changes in the labor market. Domestic industries
are struggling to modernize to compete in the global economy incorporating new technology
and downsizing to reduce labor costs which, in turn, has thrust workers in every country into an
extremely competitive marketplace where fewer jobs are available, often with much lower salaries
and less benefits. In most cases, without adequate retraining and preparation, workers are unable to
find jobs that pay enough to maintain themselves and their families.
According to Ian Chambers, head of the International Labor Organization (ILO), who spoke at the
conference, since the beginning of the current decade, the labor situation has steadily deteriorated.
Between 1990 and 1994, the vast majority of new positions in the region were low-wage and lowproductivity jobs, which encouraged huge numbers of workers to bow out of the formal marketplace
and seek a living in the informal economy. During that five-year period, 84 out of every 100 new
jobs were in the informal sector, which grew by an annual average of 4.7%. As a result, by 1994 the
informal sector accounted for 55.7% of all nonagricultural jobs in the region, up from 52% in 1990.
And in 1995, the number of people working outside the formal economy jumped again, representing
57% of the nonagricultural labor force. Open unemployment also continues to grow. Last year,
urban unemployment reached an average of 7.3% of the urban work force throughout the region, up
from 6.2% in 1994.
And the purchasing power of workers is steadily sliding downward, despite record-low inflation
rates in most countries. In general, minimum wages have remained stagnant, according to
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Chambers, while, on average, wages in the industrial sector fell by 0.5% in 1995. The ministers,
however, offered few words of comfort for workers regarding future prospects in the labor market.
Among the conference's conclusions is a clear statement by the ministers that workers will simply
have to adapt to a highly volatile labor market in which long-term job stability is extremely rare.
Workers must be open to constant retraining to find adequate employment, and they must be
prepared to change jobs frequently, and often to look for work in the informal sector.
The ministers emphasized, however, that governments must provide educational programs and
opportunities to help workers survive in the new conditions created by the global economy.
"Until now, our educational systems have not trained the population to function within this new
framework," said Chambers. "We have to start teaching people how to confront strategic situations
by making key decisions that affect their lives, such as when to recognize an economic opportunity
and change a job. Specific training programs geared toward groups of workers will be necessary,
because the idea of a lifetime career is rapidly becoming a historic phenomenon. The young people
who are now entering the labor force are going to have to change jobs at least four, five, six, and
maybe even seven times during their life." As a result, the participants agreed to make regional
strategies for worker retraining in the Americas the central theme of the next full labor-ministers'
conference in 1997.
In the meantime, the coordinating commission will examine worker-education programs in Chile,
Mexico, and Brazil, using those programs as a basis to prepare proposals for regional retraining
projects. Nevertheless, such limited responses to the desperate labor conditions currently faced
by workers may aggravate, rather than improve, relations between governments and workers'
organizations in the Americas. In mid-August, for example, representatives from the largest unions
and labor organizations in four of the Andean countries Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela
met in Caracas for a week-long conference to prepare proposals for the upcoming fourteenth
congress of the Organizacion Interamericana de Trabajo (ORIT), to be held in Santo Domingo in
April 1997. The central theme of the Santo Domingo conference will be "strategies to democratize
globalization."
At the conference, labor federations from around the Americas are expected to unify their positions
into a continentwide demand for governments to massively increase social spending to alleviate
poverty and social inequality. As a result, various subregional conferences, such as the mid-August
meeting of Andean labor unions, are being held in preparation for the Santo Domingo meeting.
In July, for example, labor confederations from the Southern Cone countries met to discuss their
stance vis-a-vis the ORIT conference. "Our countries are immersed in a whirlwind of globalization
with the growth of commercial development and market economies," said ORIT secretary general
Luis Anderson, who participated in the Andean conference. "What is absent is social development
centered on working people. There are many more poor people now than in 1982, when we became
aware of the debt crisis. The informal sector employs 57% of the labor force and there is increasing
inequality, unemployment, disease, and urban violence."
Indeed, other conference participants warned that, unless governments seize the moment and
carry out the kinds of social programs necessary to offset the effects of globalization, the region
will spiral into a situation of chronic social unrest and upheaval. "If the situation in Latin America
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continues on this course, in a short period of time the region will witness violent social movements,
because the quality of life cannot continue to decline permanently," said Cesar Gil of the Workers'
Confederation of Venezuela. "There is a point where people cannot take it any longer. Just like
capital, which is on the offensive and is taking away the social conquests achieved by workers over
the past 50 or 60 years, the workers will also go back to violent street fights, like at the beginning
of the century." (Sources: Reuter, 08/01/96; Agence France-Presse, 07/30/96, 08/07/96, 08/20/96;
Notimex, 08/18/96, 08/20/96; Inter Press Service, 07/27/96, 08/03/96, 08/09/96, 08/13/96, 08/23/96)
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